Sovereignty, song and 'The Sapphires' (Wayne Blair 2012) by Starrs, D. B.
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Starrs, D. B. (2014) Sovereignty, song and ’The Sapphires’ (Wayne Blair
2012). Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues, 17 (2), pp. 43-55.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/75050/
c© Bruno Starrs
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
Vol 17 No 2                         Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues                                      1 
 
 
 
Vol 17 No 2                         Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues                                      43 
Sovereignty, Song and The Sapphires (Wayne Blair 2012) 
by Bruno Starrs* 
 
Abstract 
With its foregrounding of the political issue of the denial of Aboriginal 
Australian sovereignty by British invaders in its big budget, mainstream 
narrative, The Sapphires (Wayne Blair 2012) is shown to be another example 
of a “fourth formation” (Starrs 2012) in Moore and Muecke's 1985 model. 
Blair’s feel-good movie features an all-Aboriginal Australian troupe of singers, 
The Sapphires, who undertake a journey of self-discovery whereby they learn 
the importance of choosing the protest songs of black Soul over the white 
coloniser's “whining” Country and Western songs and this is historically 
contextualised with a discussion of Aboriginal Australians and popular radio. 
Furthermore, this paper argues the iconic ‘Welcome to Country’ is twice 
subverted to reinforce this theme, firstly in the Cummeragunja pub and 
secondly in war-torn Vietnam. Finally, the prediction is made that a “fifth 
formation”, in which seeking recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty is 
no longer the goal because it has become the ongoing reality, will soon be the 
project of Australian film-makers as they celebrate this long overdue societal 
shift. 
 
Introduction 
 
My prediction that the film Australia (Baz Luhrmann 2008) would be followed 
by more big-budget, mainstream cinema featuring controversially political 
messages supporting left-leaning ideologies of colonial resistance by 
Aboriginal Australians (Starrs 2012) has been borne out by the mining of a 
sparkling, new cinematic gem, The Sapphires (Wayne Blair 2012). Released 
hot on the heels of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s apology to the Stolen 
Generations, and focussing on a melodramatic, ‘rom-com’, Hollywood-styled 
re-telling of this egregious episode in Australian history, Luhrmann’s 
blockbuster preceded The Sapphires by just four years – a very brief interval 
in Australian cinematic history – and was an example of Catriona Moore and 
Stephen Muecke’s 1984 model of film representations of Aboriginal 
Australians taken to an un-anticipated new level; what I called a “fourth 
formation” (2012: 626). Australia represents a novel position in the previously 
three-tiered model because, unlike the appallingly racist, assimilation-
promoting “first formation” films (Moore and Muecke 1984: 36), such as 
Jeddah (Charles Chauvel 1955); the multicultural, liberal-themed “second 
formation” films (Moore and Muecke 1984: 36) in which Indigenous political 
issues are present only in the background, such as The Proposition (John 
Hillcoat 2005) with its “nod to the Aboriginal resistance […] not providing the 
primary theme of the movie” (Starrs 2007: 169) and the art-house drama 
Samson and Delilah (Warwick Thornton 2009); or the overtly angry and 
political – but necessarily independent and low budget – “third formation” films 
(Moore and Muecke 1984: 36), such as Lousy Little Sixpence (Gerald Bostock  
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1983), Australia was a big budget production with A-list actors and 
international mainstream appeal that nevertheless pugnaciously highlighted 
Aboriginal Australian issues of an explicitly political nature. In this paper I 
argue that Blair’s film The Sapphires is also an example of such a “fourth 
formation” in the big-budget, mainstream cinematic representation of 
Aboriginal Australian political issues but one which addresses an even more 
fundamental inequity of colonisation than does Australia (as that film does 
with regard to the Stolen Generations), and that inequity is the denial by the 
British invaders of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. Furthermore, with such 
“fourth formation” films succeeding at the box office, I conclude by making 
another prediction regarding a potential “fifth formation” in the representation 
of Aboriginal Australians on film. 
 
Aboriginal Australians and song 
 
At its heart, The Sapphires is a feel-good, romantic, comedic, musical; a semi-
fictional account of the experiences of writer Tony Brigg’s Aboriginal 
Australian mother, Laurel Robinson who, along with fellow Aboriginal 
Australian songstress Lois Peeler, toured the battlefields of 1968 Vietnam, 
entertaining the Australian and American troops with their Soul singing. Song 
has special significance as a mode of communication for Aboriginal 
Australians; ours is an oral culture, with all spiritual beliefs, historical 
knowledge and social information transmitted from generation to generation 
through the use of the spoken and sung word (Clunies Ross 1986). There is 
no tradition of written language in pre-colonisation Aboriginal Australian 
culture. It is only fitting, therefore, that the important role song continues to 
play in the lives of contemporary Aboriginal Australians be recognised in any 
Indigenous Australian movie musical and director Wayne Blair has astutely 
fore-grounded this component of our culture in his re-creation of 1960s 
Aboriginal Australian life in the romantic comedy narrative of The Sapphires. 
But whereas in 1930-1960s America a population of black African-Americans 
– still under the racially oppressive thumb of the white man – turned to the 
Blues and eventually Soul for musical self-expression, here on the other side 
of the world, similarly oppressed black Aboriginal Australian artists first turned 
to Gospel music and then to the Country and Western genre. This difference 
is important to understand when considering the political environment of 
twentieth century and contemporary Aboriginal Australian anti-colonial 
activism, for as Peter Dunbar-Hall and Chris Gibson write: 
 
Indigenous claims for self-determination revolve around struggles 
to maintain distinct cultural identities often voiced through the use 
of the terms peoplehood and increasingly, nationhood, in strategies 
to own and govern traditional lands within the wider national 
political system (2000: 453, my emphasis). 
 
What this means is that Aboriginal Australians’ control over their popular 
culture is fundamental to their control over notions of nationhood/sovereignty, 
self-identity and hence ownership of their political future. An obsession with 
Country and Western music is not necessarily conducive to the fight for 
recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty, and the character Dave 
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Lovelace (played by Chris O’Dowd), the manager of the all-Aboriginal girl 
group The Sapphires (consisting of the McCrae sisters, Gail [played by 
Deborah Mailman], Cynthia [Miranda Tapsell], Julie [Jessica Mauboy] and 
their cousin Kay [Shari Sebbens]), is furious and impassioned about what he 
calls their “shite” musical choices. Lovelace intuitively recognises that the 
popular culture preferences of the coloniser are being obsequiously parroted 
by the girls and despite his own ultra-white Irish identity, he is quick to point 
out that Country and Western singers are typically white and whining, 
whereas the singers of Soul are fighting black men and women, proudly 
protesting against the status quo. Recognising the significance and power of 
their song choices then becomes the journey of self-discovery the Aboriginal 
Australian protagonists will travel in The Sapphires. 
Our cultural emphasis on song for information transfer is perhaps why 
the popular music industry in Australia has always appealed to Aborigines. 
Karl Neuenfeldt writes that contemporary Aboriginal Australian music “helps 
embody social memory” (2008: 453) because it “contributes to naming, 
maintaining, and sustaining cultural heritage” (2008: 454). In other words, the 
struggle against the culture-diminishing forces of assimilation are ideally met 
by Aboriginal Australian attempts to produce and disseminate authentic 
Aboriginal Australian popular culture and this includes not just our visual art, 
which has developed into a multi-million dollar international industry, but 
Aboriginal Australian music and dance, too. Hence, the initial tendency by 
Aboriginal Australian musicians to copy the music of the church and/or the 
genre of Country and Western music was problematic in terms of the struggle 
for the recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. For both the 
subjugated black cultures of the US and Australia, the ruling class, that is, the 
representatives of imperial British colonisation or their other predominantly 
white Christian successors, initially only tolerated performances of gospel 
music by their (seemingly) vanquished black foes, and Country and Western 
has conveniently shown great affinity for Christian values. Indeed, the 
country’s first Aboriginal Australian performed hit song was by Yorta Yorta 
man Jimmy Little (1937-2012) with his gospel influenced Country and Western 
piece entitled Royal Telephone in 1963. This lilting, charmingly positive song, 
whilst a fine example of Little’s extraordinary voice and musicianship, features 
no traditional Aboriginal Australian musical instruments, such as the 
didgeridoo or clap sticks, nor does it use any Indigenous language 
terminology. It can be described as unashamedly pro-assimilation and if it 
were a film it would probably be categorised by Moore and Muecke as a “first 
formation” production. 
Not just the absence of Aboriginal Australian culture but the deference 
to the titling of the colonising British Crown should be noted in Little’s hit song 
Royal Telephone, for it should also be understood that with reference to the 
word “royal” there was a covert concession to the monarchy behind the British 
invasion; there are, of course, no kings or queens in traditional Aboriginal 
Australian societies. Most importantly, Little’s unproblematic equating of 
Christian divinity with British royalty, at the expense of his people’s Dreamtime 
stories of creation, would not have gone unnoticed by racist gatekeepers at 
1960s radio stations. The obsequious use of this concept in the lyrics may 
have (at least sub-consciously) permitted the airing of an Aboriginal Australian 
singer’s work by Euro-centric broadcasters in an era in which Aboriginal 
Vol 17 No 2                         Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues                                      46 
Australian sovereignty was denied and citizen-ship had not yet been granted 
to Indigenous Australians (it was only after a national referendum in 1967 that 
this historic change took place). Whatever the factors were contributing to its 
gaining mainstream airplay, Little’s song was undoubtedly a breakthrough for 
Aboriginal Australian performing artists but also, like the “first formation” film 
Jeddah, quite possibly a set back in the struggle for the recognition of 
Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. 
Contextualising the history of Aboriginal Australian radio is important 
here, for unlike today’s online environment of publicity and promotion in which 
i-tunes and other Internet programs contribute significantly to the popularity of 
a new song, for many years in Australia a pop music performance only 
became a hit if played by a Euro or American-centric radio station. In the mid-
1970s, when public radio licences were first being issued in the FM band, 
government officials hoped there would be applicants from Aboriginal 
Australian groups, but none eventuated. Then in 1985, 8KIN, a non-
commercial, 50,000 watt FM station in Alice Springs became licensed and 
began broadcasting Aboriginal Australian content, under the auspices of the 
Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA) (Browne 1990: 
112). CAAMA was charged with more than simply entertaining the Aboriginal 
Australian population, however their mission was to “preserve and record 
Aboriginal oral history and music” (Dunbar-Hall 1996: 43). Dunbar-Hall writes 
“The use of popular music as a vehicle for protest links Aboriginal music to 
other indigenous musics [sic] around the world [...] as a didactic medium, and 
particularly as suitable for raising matters of health” (Dunbar-Hall 1996: 44-
45). Thus lifestyle issues such as petrol sniffing, alcohol abuse and AIDS 
education have been topics perennially addressed by CAAMA radio 
broadcasters. An early example was their campaign against excessive 
drinking, characterised by their release of the musical cassette album entitled 
Wama Wanti: Drink Little Bit (Dunbar-Hall 1996: 43). In addition to increasing 
Indigenous content for the purpose of preserving Aboriginal oral history and 
music, the CAAMA service also intended to “help alleviate problems of social 
disintegration and other special problems in areas of health, law, social 
services and literacy” (Dunbar-Hall 1996: 43). Importantly, however, these 
Aboriginal Australian disc jockeys were well-positioned to reinforce political 
messages about “law” and hence political self-determination, and Dunbar-Hall 
writes “mixed in with songs about physical health are ones about emotional 
and spiritual issues, such as the ownership of traditional lands” (Dunbar-Hall 
1996: 47). But these were extremely controversial topics for radio 
broadcasters with little industry sway or job security and Country and Western 
music was always a safer alternative to musical diatribes about Aboriginal 
Australian land rights. 
The minefield that was the potential for political messages aside, 
however, it was not clear sailing for Aboriginal Australian radio from the 
outset. One problem was the lack of research conducted on the needs and 
requirements of Aboriginal audiences (Browne 1990: 116) – an admittedly 
difficult problem to address given the heterogeneity of Aboriginal Australian 
culture. Apparently, an issue for early radio stations was the different ways 
non-urban Aboriginal audiences have of listening; long pauses are sometimes 
required after the delivery of factual information, thus allowing for listeners to 
“reflect on the various items” (Browne 1990: 116) and “Frequent time checks, 
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to take another example, are of little value to the rural Aboriginal listener” 
(Browne 1990: 116). Another concern with broadcasting Aboriginal song was 
and is that regarding it as a homogenous genre can infer to the listening 
population that there is a unified, singular Aboriginal nation, not hundreds of 
separate clans differentiated by different language use, as is the reality of 
Aboriginal Australia. But Donald Browne also points out a third issue, of even 
greater relevance to this paper’s argument than these other problems, and 
that is the question of “how Aborigines should relate to ‘mainstream’ (basically 
European) Australian society [given that] virtually all Aborigines reject total 
assimilation, [but] at the other extreme some individuals have called for a 
separate Aboriginal nation” (Browne 1990: 117). Music, for Aboriginal 
Australians, has always had hovering around its periphery the question of 
Aboriginal Australian sovereignty, but without airplay, Aboriginal Australian 
performers such as Laurel Robinson and Lois Peeler were doomed to 
obscurity, unless adventurous or entrepreneurial enough to tour the war zones 
of Vietnam as they did. 
Aboriginal Australian disc jockeys of the 1960s and 70s could hardly 
have expected to forge careers in the media if they actively agitated for 
political change affecting the entire notion of Australia as a nation, hence most 
content played on those early radio stations catering to Aboriginal audiences 
or non-Indigenous audiences with interests in Aboriginal music tended to copy 
the existing radio styles of Euro or American-centric broadcasters. The music 
aired was predominantly the same as other mainstream stations, with a 
discernible leaning towards Country and Western music and this was the 
musical Zeitgeist Robinson and Peeler would have lived and sung under. A 
major sea change in Aboriginal Australian musical habits was on the cards, 
however; in 1984 the Warumpi Band made musical history when they 
released the first rock recording sung in an Aboriginal Australian language. 
Entitled Jailanguru Parkanu, the hit song featured lyrics expressed in the 
Central Australian tongue of Luritja, which is spoken and/or understood by 
approximately 3000 people (Dunbar-Hall and Gibson 2000: 55). 
Given the significance of language use in identifying Aboriginal clans 
(note it is problematic to use the term ‘tribe’), this advance represented by the 
success of Warumpi Band was very important. Linguists have estimated that 
at the time of the British invasion, around 200 to 250 Aboriginal languages 
were in active use across the continent (see Dixon 1980). Indeed, most clans 
or moieties are still predominantly identified by the language they speak. The 
Warumpi Band certainly paved the way for songs of a political nature, and not 
long after the Aboriginal Australian band Yothu Yindi had a worldwide hit with 
their bilingual, overtly protest-oriented rock song entitled Treaty in 1991. The 
lyrics of Treaty are undeniably pugnacious in their political agenda regarding 
sovereignty: 
 
Well I heard it on the radio, And I saw it on the television, Back in 
1988, All those talking politicians, Words are easy, words are 
cheap, Much cheaper than our priceless land, But promises can 
disappear, Just like writing in the sand. Treaty yeah, Treaty now, 
Treaty yeah, Treaty now. This land was never given up, This land 
was never bought and sold, The planting of the Union Jack, Never 
changed our law at all, Now two rivers run their course, Separated 
Vol 17 No 2                         Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues                                      48 
for so long, I’m dreaming of a brighter day, When the waters will be 
one. Treaty yeah, Treaty now, Treaty yeah, Treaty now 
(Yothuyindi.com 1996). 
 
Its high production values and overtly left-leaning political agenda tempt the 
comparison of Treaty with my so-called “fourth formation” films, and it certainly 
represents a watershed moment in the history of the struggle for recognition of 
Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. Yothu Yindi’s 1991 hit song is also a 
reconciliatory example of “Ganma” (Stubington and Dunbar-Hill 1994: 243), 
which is the Yolngu philosophy regarding the place at which the freshwater 
from a river meets the saltwater of the ocean, wherein the different waters are 
indicative of blackfella ways and whitefella ways mixing productively. Jill 
Stubington and Peter Dunbar-Hall write regarding Ganma that “the turbulence 
and potency of their meeting place is a powerful metaphor” (Stubington and 
Dunbar-Hill 1994: 243) and the lead singer of Yothu Yindi, Manduwuy 
Yunupingu, who would later be named Australian of the Year, and who was 
also widely recognized for his efforts as an educator using the “Both Ways” 
philosophy (Stubington and Dunbar-Hill 1994: 243), eloquently explains: 
 
[…] it’s like the meeting of salt water and fresh water in the 
estuaries, the coming together and amalgamation of the two forces 
[…] through Yothu Yindi, we’re trying to promote the same level of 
understanding. We have much to learn from Balanda [white 
people], and we are presenting Balanda with the opportunity to 
learn from Yolngu (Yunupingu 1992: 34). 
 
Were it a low budget production, Treaty might also be likened to “third 
formation” films, for in a similar fashion to Bostock’s Lousy Little Sixpence, the 
song has angry political activist antecedents. Yothu Yindi was formed and 
based in Yirrkala, which is historically important because it is from where the 
famous Yirrkala bark petitions originated. In 1963, several framed bark 
petitions (protesting the giving of mining rights to the company Nabalco by the 
Commonwealth government) were taken by Aboriginal Australian activists to 
the House of Representatives where a parliamentary inquiry eventually 
recommended that compensation was owed to the Yolngu; the petition 
resulted in the country’s first recognition of native title, although the route was 
frustratingly circuitous. This was because, after being initially rejected by the 
House of Representatives it was taken then to the High Court, where the 
petitions were ultimately denied consideration because Aboriginal Australian 
persons were not yet acknowledged as citizens of Australia. This decision 
resulted in the worldview-changing 1967 referendum which gave Aboriginal 
Australians the right to be counted in the census as citizens of Australia. The 
case then moved to the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory Supreme 
Court in 1968 as Milirrpum v Nabalco (aka the Gove Land Rights Case). 
Unfortunately in 1971 it was ruled that the Yolngu people were not able to 
establish their native title in common law, with Justice Richard Blackburn 
justifying the decision with the notion of terra nullius. This was ultimately 
overturned by the High Court with the ruling in favour of Mabo in 1992 and the 
founding principle permitting the British invasion, that this was a land not 
occupied by any people, the premise of terra nullius, became known 
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internationally as an historical falsehood. With this momentous, ground-
breaking legal ruling, the recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty 
became a legal possibility, and the fight for Aboriginal Australian sovereignty 
grew wings. And this was the cultural milieu Blair set his seemingly happy, 
life-affirming narrative of Aboriginal Australian self-determination in. 
 
The Sapphires’ sarcastic, backhanded Welcome to Country 
 
Lovelace’s admonishments of the girls for singing the Country and Western 
music of the downtrodden and despairing, like Jimmy Little so innocently did, 
instead of the righteous protest songs of black Soul, is one of only a few 
parallels drawn between overtly political Aboriginal Australian agendas and 
song in The Sapphires. Blair is careful not to burden this charismatic Irish 
character with too much social conscience; he must remain loveable enough 
for the film’s romantic sub-plot to develop between him and Gail. The band’s 
name change, for example, from The Cummeragunja Songbirds to The 
Sapphires, tellingly, is suggested not by the usually savvy manager, but by 
one of the singers, Kay, after she locks eyes on Cynthia’s sparkling blue 
engagement ring during their audition, despite some comic attempts to 
pronounce the difficult Indigenous word by Lovelace. As Dunbar-Hall and 
Gibson write, band names can sometimes make an appeal to generalized 
Aboriginality, for example, ‘AIM 4 More’ (where the acronym AIM indicates 
Aboriginal and Islander Mob) or ‘Us Mob’ and are accompanied by frequent 
appeals to fellow Aboriginal Australians with lyrics such as “all you black 
people” (Dunbar-Hall and Gibson 2000: 50), this despite the previously 
mentioned heterogeneity of Indigenous Australian culture. Such choices of 
Aboriginal Australian vocabulary combined with topics such as black deaths in 
custody, land rights, caring for country or the Stolen Generations are a 
“general call for black people to affirm their rights” (Dunbar-Hall and Gibson 
2000: 50), but in Blair’s film it seems there was a directorial decision to tone 
down all but the most necessary allusions to Aboriginal Australian politics. The 
narrative subtly suggests that the decision to change the difficult-to-pronounce 
Aboriginal Australian language-inspired band name to a more generic, trans-
cultural name was one of the keys to their success. With Lovelace’s 
previously established role as political inspiration and guide, it is surprising his 
didactic position was not utilised in this important stage of the narrative’s 
development. And although it is the girl’s choice of name for their group, it is 
nevertheless another example of the Aboriginal Australian singers 
supplicating themselves before their colonising masters, and therefore 
recreates the ideological setting for the most controversial line of dialogue in 
the film, uttered by one of Australia’s favourite Aboriginal Australian actors, 
Deborah Mailman. 
Mainstream cinema, like mainstream popular music, prefers the 
apolitical. Except, that is, when such allusions are reinforcing character, and it 
must be noted that in the mainstream Hollywood movie, character is always 
king. Gail McCrae (played by Mailman), who Lovelace calls the “mother bear” 
of the girls, is headstrong and loud; a notable character of integrity and 
strength indeed. She says what she thinks and pulls no punches, hence it is 
not difficult to understand Lovelace’s sexual attraction to this feisty individual. 
She is, however, given the most overtly political line of the entire movie. Upon 
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receiving a barely concealed racist and apathetic response to The 
Cummeragunja Songbirds appearance in a talent quest at an outback pub 
(“Pack yer swags and get back to the humpy!”, the girls are told), Gail 
addresses the non-Indigenous audience with the caustic, white audience-
alienating words “Just so as you know, you’re all standing on blackfella 
country!”, before reinforcing Lovelace’s opinions by launching into a “whining” 
Merle Haggard Country and Western song, “Today I started loving you again”. 
I believe Gail’s statement can be understood as a sarcastic backhander to the 
oft-heard ‘Welcome to Country’ speech, which has become a near ubiquitous 
fixture at official events ranging from flag-raising ceremonies, academic 
conferences to the opening of arts festivals and sporting grand finals. 
Welcomes to Country are usually delivered by an Elder of the 
Aboriginal Australian nation upon whose traditional lands the event is 
transpiring, although it must be acknowledged there can be considerable 
differences between the traditions of different Indigenous groups. They are 
often spoken in both English and the language of the respective Aboriginal 
Australian nation and can be quite lengthy, with respects usually paid to the 
local clan’s ancestors, totems and creator spirits. Acknowledgements of 
Country, on the other hand, are usually just one or two sentences in length, 
and simply ask those present to acknowledge the fact that they are standing 
upon the traditional lands of the Elder’s Aboriginal Australian nation. Both 
forms are a de facto affirmation of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty and hold 
an honoured place in many (but not all) traditional Aboriginal Australian 
cultures. Upon arrival at the borders of the first peoples’ lands of Australia, 
newcomers are typically offered a Welcome to Country by the authorities 
and/or Elders of the local clan whose territory they are seeking to enter, and 
the visitor is obliged to pay respects to the traditional custodians of the land, 
their ancestors and their ongoing cultural, spiritual and religious practices. 
These are protocols that have been an integral part of Indigenous 
custodianship of the land for many thousands of years before European 
colonisation. They serve an important function not just in terms of showing 
respect for the traditional owners, but in terms of ensuring spiritual safety for 
the visitors as well, for as Emma Kowal writes regarding Australian National 
University Indigenous studies scholar David Martin: 
 
[In a Welcome to Country] he sees elements of the classical rituals 
performed on those unfamiliar with and to the particular tract of 
country - rubbing on underarm sweat, spraying water into lagoons, 
calling out to ancestral spirits, speaking in the language of that 
country - not so much to welcome the strangers, but to protect 
them from possible harm from the unfamiliar spirits of the country 
(2010: 17). 
 
Thus, the Welcome to Country ritual has become a key strategy for covertly 
acknowledging and recognising Australian sovereignty, one which ensures not 
just corporeal safe-passage but supernatural safety as well, although it may 
easily be criticised as an example of what bell hooks might call “eating the 
Other” (1992), whereby exotic peoples provide pleasurable experiences for 
non-Indigenous spectators. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to imagine 
Aboriginal Australian visitors to the lands occupied by colonial icons of white 
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occupation, such as the outback pub (to which many Aboriginal Australians 
have been denied entry simply due to the colour of their skin), feeling similar 
obligations of protocol and concerns about their spiritual safety as they seek 
entry to the imposing linoleum floors and intimidating mirrored walls of white 
only drinking establishments. That the brave, angry and near-perpetually 
aggrieved Gail should assert Aboriginal Australian sovereignty so vehemently 
in the outback pub near Cummeragunja speaks volumes about Blair’s attitude 
to this tokenistic gesture to Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. That he should 
link it so quickly with a song choice emphasising the singer’s subjugation, a 
whining, white, Country and Western number, is no directorial accident. 
Despite what I see as her energetic but back-handed anti-Welcome to 
Country, Gail immediately folds and supplicates to her white masters. Blair 
does not want his Aboriginal Australian brothers and sisters to similarly back 
down. 
Some icons of white occupation can be even more intimidating to 
Aboriginal Australians than the outback pub, but reconciliatory efforts are 
being made. Indeed, with regard to official governmental events, the NSW 
Department of Local Government recommends that councils implicitly 
acknowledge Aboriginal Australian sovereignty, suggesting the following 
speech be proclaimed by a Council official at community meetings and 
functions: 
 
I would like to acknowledge that we are here today on the land of 
the (insert local clan) people. The (insert local clan) are the 
Traditional Custodians of this land and form part of the wider 
Aboriginal nation known as the (insert name of Nation). I would also 
like to acknowledge the present Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people who now reside within this area (2007: 19). 
 
The Department furthermore states: 
 
Councils are also encouraged to include Welcome to Country signs 
welcoming visitors and locals into towns and signposting major 
features that include some kind of acknowledgement of the 
traditional owners of that area. For example, “Welcome to 
_________ Country – Traditional lands of the _________ People 
(2007: 19). 
 
Such concessions by Australia’s government to the notion of Aboriginal 
Australian sovereignty certainly auger well for future political activism in this 
arena, but Blair’s decision to have the band’s “mother bear” growl out an anti-
Welcome to Country, as she asserts that the British invasion is not welcome 
and the land they have forcefully occupied remains under Aboriginal 
Australian sovereignty (before she succumbs to the pressures of cultural 
assimilation and kowtows to the Christian, Country and Western preferences 
of her colonial ‘masters’ by singing the Haggard song), is to me a brief but 
clear example of Moore and Muecke’s “third formation” film-making. It is an 
overtly angry and political statement in a similar vein to the content of the 
comparatively low-budget Lousy Little Sixpence (Bostock 1983). 
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An acknowledgement of Viet Cong country 
 
Director Blair resurrects the notion of a politically didactic Welcome to Country 
in The Sapphires - as first parodied by Gail in the outback pub - when he 
again subverts the contemporary meaning and function of this questionable 
ritual (recall my unexplored allusion to bell hooks’ notion of “eating the Other”) 
in a scene set in the contested lands of war-torn Vietnam. Threatened by a 
menacing phalanx of Viet Cong soldiers, who bristle with firearms and 
belligerent machismo, the Aboriginal Australian girls face a divide 
characterised not by twenty-first century digital technology but by 1960s 
ideological warfare. The impasse seems insurmountable until Kay addresses 
the native warriors in her own native Yorta Yorta tongue, respectfully 
requesting access to their lands, and then their passage is duly granted. Sub-
titles appearing on the screen read as follows; “We want to pass through your 
country, with respect. We are Yorta Yorta women. I speak my language with 
your permission.” Her speech is apparently understood by the soldiers as an 
Acknowledgement of their (Viet Cong) Country. Despite the overwhelming 
language barriers, the act is one of self-determination for all; Kay has her 
identity as a strong Aboriginal Australian woman affirmed and the Viet Cong 
seemingly recognise the sincerity of the reconciliatory gesture as voiced in the 
tongue of an equally oppressed Indigenous people. It is a win-win situation 
when The Sapphires ask for and receive a trans-cultural welcome to Viet 
Cong country and life-threatening cultural tensions are quickly diffused. With 
this brief vignette, Blair reminds the audience of Gail’s overtly political anti-
Welcome to Country in the Cummeragunja outback pub, yet demonstrates in 
a big budget, mainstream work of cinema, how contemporary Australians can 
move forward with regard to race relations in this colonised land. Like 
Luhrmann’s Australia, Blair’s Hollywood-styled blockbuster is a “fourth 
formation” production, championing controversial political concerns while 
benefitting from big budget possibilities such as overseas location shooting. 
Certainly, Bostock and other cash-strapped third formation film-makers were 
unable to train their politically active cameras upon such expensive sets and 
backdrops. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Why should I attempt to position The Sapphires in the Moore and Muecke 
hierarchy in the first place? Yes, Blair’s film obviously indulges a politically 
motivated theme concerning Indigenous sovereignty in Australia, and draws a 
clear distinction between the role played by the resistance songs of African 
Americans’ Soul music and the subjugated choices to sing Country and 
Western music by Aboriginal Australians, but why attempt to argue it is also 
part of my novel “fourth formation”? The motivation for my doing so can be 
found in the way the film was packaged for American audiences, for as Tim 
Hume writes, 
 
the cover art for the U.S. release of the DVD, distributed by Anchor 
Bay Entertainment, has drawn a storm of criticism for the way it 
relegates the film's four Aboriginal women actors to the 
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background, their skin tones rendered a muted blue, and places the 
white male actor who plays their manager in the foreground (2013). 
 
To me, the most important aspect of the film, its political agenda about race, 
was seen as less marketable in the U.S. than the popularity of the A-list actor 
Chris O’Dowd. My suspicion was that those marketing execs from Anchor Bay 
Entertainment had seen it as just another angry “third formation” diatribe, 
irrelevant and tired. To me, this question of whether the film was “third” or 
“fourth formation” needed to be addressed, and that was the starting point for 
the discussion in this paper. 
The end point is my generalised conclusion that White Australia lost the 
war of attrition against the Indigenous Viet Cong and, having ignored the call 
for a decisive treaty from activists such as Yothu Yindi, is losing the war of 
attrition against Aboriginal Australians. The Sapphires, I contend, represents 
another step in the slow acculturation of a society that must eventually 
acknowledge, accept and honour Aboriginal Australian sovereignty. But Blair’s 
project is super-subtle, with Mable Ho, for one, failing to see his subversive 
agenda and stating: 
 
Aboriginal stories told through the arts tend to run down the line of 
despair, racism and indignation. Non-Indigenous audiences are 
invited to gingerly toe that line, where they steel themselves before 
confronting the harsh realities, but stop before stripping away their 
apathy towards the Indigenous community. The Sapphires steers 
clear of this tendency (Ho 2012). 
 
I disagree with Ho, for like the marketing people at Anchor Bay Entertainment 
perhaps, I believe The Sapphires is quite noteworthy for its “indignation” about 
Aboriginal Australian sovereignty, even more so than its predecessor, 
Luhrmann’s Australia (2008) (which focussed on only one consequence of 
non-recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty, the now-ended era of the 
Stolen Generations), although the joyous tone of its music and its irresistible 
feel-good narrative make The Sapphires’ indignation exceptionally palatable. 
Like that other Aboriginal Australian musical of recent times, the relatively low 
budget Bran Nue Dae (Rachel Perkins 2009), Blair’s project is primarily one of 
joyously affirming Aboriginal Australian singers. With its rom-com depiction of 
the inter-racial amour between Dave Lovelace and Gail McCrae, the film 
sparkles like the gemstone it is named after, shining and lighting the way to a 
better Australia and herein lies its cultural significance in a climate of pro-
reconciliation; its political subtext of promoting Aboriginal Australian 
sovereignty is overt but sweetly packaged. Perhaps such subtlety in a “fourth 
formation” film, with its relatively unobtrusive foregrounding of Aboriginal 
Australian political issues, can be forgiven. The alternative is to devolve to the 
commercially unviable “third formation”, represented by angry missives of 
diatribe such as Bostock’s Lousy Little Sixpence (1983). Even politically 
motivated cinema needs to succeed at the box office and Wayne Blair, having 
tasted extraordinary mainstream success with this, his debut feature film in 
2012, is now well-positioned to pursue similarly well-funded filmic projects and 
entertain any Aboriginal Australian political agenda he so desires in his future 
of what I hope are many empowering but big budget “fourth formation” 
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Aboriginal Australian films. This future, however, is with us now, for “third 
formation” films have already, as suggested by another Aboriginal Australian 
film-maker, Rachel Perkins, “become old fashioned.” (cited. in Collins 2013). 
Perhaps the future actually involves an exciting “fifth formation” of films, in 
which recognition of Aboriginal Australian sovereignty is no longer the goal 
because it has become the ongoing social reality, and the cinema of this 
country duly reflects, conscientiously features and joyously celebrates this 
long overdue achievement. 
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